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Groupmuse concept comes to Cleveland for inaugural
classical houseparty on September 18 in Lakewood

by Mike Telin

= Many times in life an event sparks the

nﬂ* ‘f% o\ beginnings of an idea. For Groupmuse
SV founder Sam Bodkin, that event was
< B his first hearing of Beethoven’s

. F :"‘ a_‘g& \!‘3 W (Grosse Fuge, Opus 133 in December
AR A AR S B of 2008. “I had never seriously
A R L listened to classical music before, and
Jdﬁ;ﬁ, — the piece shattered all of my

preconceptions about what the genre
was. It opened up an entirely new
universe that had existed beside my
own for so long but that I had never
accessed, despite the fact that both my parents have always been classical music lovers.”

Once he got hooked on classical music, Bodkin fell in with a group of musicians studying
at the New England Conservatory who would regularly put on house concerts.
“Obviously this type of event has been happening for as long as there have been houses,”
he said, “but it is such a departure from how most people experience classical music.

“For me, and for so many people, music isn’t just about the sound — it’s about the social
scene that goes along with it. Anyone can have a string quartet perform in their home
because you don’t need amplification, all you need are four chairs. Push the coffee table
aside and you can have great masterpieces performed in just about any apartment in any
city.

“There wasn’t an ‘aha!” moment when the light bulb went on,” said Bodkin, “but over
time, these thoughts began to coalesce in my mind. By the time I reached the halfway
point of my senior year at Columbia, I had a pretty clear idea of what I wanted to do, and
by the time I graduated, I was ready to get rolling on it.”
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All of this led Bodkin to found Groupmuse, a New York City-based organization that
creates “groupmuses” or classical music house parties that bring friends and strangers
together to socialize and enjoy music in an informal setting.

“Many people have great ideas, but the reason Groupmuse has become successful is the
incredible people who have devoted themselves to this vision,” Bodkin said. In addition
to Bodkin, the Groupmuse founding team includes Kyle Nichols-Schmolze of San
Francisco and Ezra Weller of Boston.

To date, four U.S. cities host regular groupmuses: Boston, New York, San Francisco, and
Seattle. The inaugural Cleveland Groupmuse event, featuring In2ative (Kim Zaleski, flute
and Trevor Kazarian, cello) and the Cleveland Cello Quartet (Carlyn Kessler, Anna Hurt,
Eva Lauren Ribchinsky, and Sophie Benn), will be held in Lakewood on Friday,
September 18 at 7:00 pm. The event is limited to 30 guests, each of whom is asked to
donate $10 for the musicians and bring their own food and drink. Attendees must RSVP
via this link on the Groupmuse website. All of the performers are either current students
or alumni of the Cleveland Institute of Music.

The Cleveland “chapter” of Groupmuse is being organized by cellists Carlyn Kessler and
Sophie Benn (L-R above). “What really attracted me to Groupmuse was its mission of
creating a less formal way of sharing music,” Benn said. “One of the most important
aspects of being a musician is being able to connect to your audience in a personal way.
That can sometimes be difficult in a traditional concert setting. Playing concerts on stages
is wonderful, but it’s also wonderful to really be able to talk to your audience while they
are sitting so close to you. And because it’s less formal, they feel more comfortable
asking questions about the music you’re playing.”

Kessler agreed. “I think that groupmuses create an equilibrium between the audience and
performers, both figuratively and literally. Sometimes the stage can almost become a
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pedestal, and musicians often don’t get to interact with concertgoers. Groupmuses
humanize the musicians to the audience.

“Both Sophie and I have played informal performances that included conversation with
the audience,” Kessler said, “and in almost every case, the listening experience was more
engaging and enjoyable because it felt more personal. Groupmuse takes that concept to
the next level. The music world is so much about friendship, and groupmuses are great
opportunities for musicians to expand their social network.” Benn and Kessler agree that
groupmuses are a great way for first-timers to get their feet wet. Instead of going to a
concert hall, they can attend a party in an informal setting that is a little less intimidating.

Sophie Benn described how groupmuses typically unfold: “The first half-hour to an hour
is all about socializing. People are encouraged to bring their own food and drink and just
hang out and meet new people or talk to their friends. Then either Carlyn or I will invite
people to gather for the first musical performance. There will be plenty of floor seating,
as well as couches and chairs for those who prefer not to sit on the floor.

“There are two musical sections, each 20 to 25 minutes long, with more socializing in
between. It’s music within a social atmosphere, and both are of equal importance. It’s
more informal than a house concert, but it’s also more than just a party, because when the
performance is happening we want people to be focusing on the music.”
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